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'But the night is Halloween, lady . . .
Just at the mirk and midnight hour
The fairy folk will ride.'

("Tarn Lin".)     -

Now it has been suggested by Miss Margaret Murray13
that a good deal of the evidence of the witch trials should be
taken at its face value; that the witch cult was a late form of
pagan religion which persisted throughout the Middle Ages;
and, further, that the fairies were a real people. According to
this theory, the fairies were a people of Stone Age culture,
pushed into outlying areas by the invading Celts and Saxons.
They practised hunting and used stone arrows (elf-shot),
they wore green for camouflage, and their power of appearing
and disappearing suddenly was simply the fieldcraft in which"
all hunting peoples are adept; and among them the ancient
sacrificial religion survived. This is not the place to discuss
the possible truth of these theories, beyond saying that it is
unlikely that such a primitive people really did survive in
Mediaeval Europe. Fairies have such a close connection in
folklore with ghosts that the memory of a primitive people
cannot be their only point of origin. The most that can be
said is that behind the fairies of the ballads and of other types
of folklore may lie the memory of an ancient society and
religion. We can catch sight of the distant past in the
fragmentary evidence that has survived the ballads.

The motifs which I have outlined may be interpreted in
several ways. Some are genuine survivals from the past and
they owe their existence to the tenacity of folk-memory:
motifs may have been genuinely based on primitive beliefs and
then pass from one generation to another until they have
become almost meaningless (like the name-soul in "Earl
Brand", the transformation in "The Three Ravens", and the
traces of human sacrifice). Others, however, are not to be
taken at their face value. As A. H. Krappe has pointed out,14
they may be literary rather than anthropological motifs, based
on other forms of folktale rather than on actual belief. The
sympathetic plants that grew from the lovers' graves form